Music and speech are perceived through the auditory modality, and are comprehended as sequences of identifiable sounds. Sequences are characterized more by contrast between elements, and by sequential order, than by their fine acoustic details ( Figure 1A ). Different meanings are obtained from the same basic elements depending upon the order in which they are experienced, in accord with hierarchical rules of combination and recombination ( Figure 1B) 
contributions to it made by each station in the auditory pathway, are far from clear. Most studies of auditory processing build upon the idea that the auditory system is like a spectrum analyzer, or like multiple parallel spectrum analyzers with different spectral and temporal integration functions.
Within this framework, estimates of the time-course of auditory integration are shortest at the periphery, and progressively longer at more central stations [ Data reported recently in Current Biology [3] suggest that the auditory cortex also responds well to acoustic contrast on time scales more typical of sequences. Garcia-Lazaro et al.
[3] generated sounds with parametrically varied acoustic spectra and modulation spectra with density function 1/f γ γ , where γ γ ranges from 1/2 to 4. When these sounds were played to anesthetized ferrets, the magnitude of neuronal activity in the auditory cortex was greatest when γ γ was 1, corresponding to 1/f modulation spectra. The reliability of the response to repeated presentations of the same sound was also greatest in the γ γ = 1 condition. Modulation in these sounds can be described as frequent small fluctuations mixed with less frequent jumps. The representative time-course of modulation in these sounds is much slower than that of the temporal integration functions reported for the auditory cortex, and somewhat slower than the modulation rate preferred by auditory cortex neurons [4] (Figure 2A) . Activity in the auditory cortex decreased whenever γ γ was changed, whether it increased corresponding to a faster average modulation rate, or decreased corresponding to a slower average modulation rate. The modulation spectra for speech and music approximate a 1/f distribution [5,6] -so the new results [3] suggest that the auditory cortex may have properties which permit it to play an important role in sequence processing, as yet poorly understood.
The data reported by GarciaLazaro et al. Viewing modulation as a type of sequence has already been shown to provide a superior explanation for the response of auditory midbrain neurons to sinusoidally modulated tones [7] ( Figure 2B) . Classical work described neuronal responses as the output of a linear filter operating on the stimulus envelope. A new analysis [7] shows that modeling responses as the result of sequential fast excitation and slow inhibition describe the data much better, especially over the time course over which speech features are discriminated.
Since investigations of the dynamics of neuronal activity in the auditory pathway are in their early stages, it is helpful to consider an analogy to electronic systems. The dynamics of 
